Introduction {#sec1-1}
============

Obesity is a prevalent health problem among children of all ages, difficult to treat, and can have adverse physical, emotional and social consequences.\[[@ref1]\] Obese children are at almost double higher risk to die before reaching the age of 55, compared with normal children.\[[@ref2]\]

According to the center for disease control and prevention, childhood obesity is a proved risk factor for type 2 diabetes, cardiovascular disease, breathing problems, joint problems, as well as social and psychological problems.\[[@ref3]\] Additionally, childhood obesity sets the stage for a child to develop diabetes, heart disease, and some cancers during adult stage of life.\[[@ref4]\]

It has been reported that the economic consequences of obesity are also significant.\[[@ref5]\] Parents may tend to define obesity as a condition accompanied by severe physical impairment, especially compromised mobility. They may also believe that a child\'s size is inherited and that the child will eventually shed excess weight with age.\[[@ref6]\]

Thus, the purpose of this study was to assess factors affecting parents' perception regarding the ideal weight in Abha city, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia.

Methods {#sec1-2}
=======

This study is a cross-sectional study to evaluate current parental perception of child weight and its accuracy. Data were collected from seven primary health care centers in Abha city. Participants who meet the following criteria were invited to the study. Parents of a preschool-age child (1--5 years) constituted the target population for the study. The total sample size needed to achieve the requirement of the study was 280 and an Arabic language questionnaire was utilized including questions regarding sociodemographic characteristics of the participants (age, gender, relationship to index child, educational level, and income), thinking of being overweight, knowing of their body mass index (BMI), knowing of ideal weight of their children, method of determining child\'s weight, and source of information about child\'s ideal weight, with assuring of the option to participate or not.

Also, anthropometric data including height and weight were measured by the nurse and obtained from the child who came to well-baby clinic and the child\'s BMI was calculated according to the BMI-for-age growth chart with percentile rankings. Underweight children are those less than 5^th^ percentile; healthy weight are those of 5^th^ percentile to less than the 85^th^ percentile; overweight are those from 85^th^ to less than the 95^th^ percentile; and obese are those equal to or greater than the 95^th^ percentile.\[[@ref7]\]

This study was approved by the King Khalid University (KKU) ethical committee. The Data were collected and verified by hand, then coding before entry. Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS, version 25) was used for data entry and analysis.

Results {#sec1-3}
=======

This study is part of a larger published study which included 385 parents. Their characteristics were previously described.\[[@ref8]\]

Concerning the actual weight, majority of the children (87%) were normal, whereas 8.6% were overweight or obese and 4.4% were classified as failure to thrive \[[Figure 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}\].\[[@ref8]\]

![Accurateness of parents' perception regarding their children weight](JFMPC-8-981-g001){#F1}

Overall, accurate parental perception was observed among slightly more than half of the parents (52.5%) \[[Figure 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}\].

From [Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}, it is clear that parents whose children were ≤24 months were more likely to perceive accurately their weight compared with those whose children were older (61.3% versus 49.1%). The difference was statistically significant, *P* = 0.032. Other studied factors were not significantly associated with the accuracy of parental perception of children\'s weight.

###### 

Factors associated with accuracy of parental perception of ideal weight of children

                                                                                                Parents' perception of ideal weight of children   *P*\*        
  --------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- ------------------------------------------------- ------------ -------
  Child's age (months)                                                                                                                                         
   ≤24 (*n*=106)                                                                                41 (38.7)                                         65 (61.3)    0.032
   \>24 (*n*=279)                                                                               142 (50.9)                                        137 (49.1)   
  Child's gender                                                                                                                                               
   Male (*n*=212)                                                                               101 (47.6)                                        111 (52.4)   0.962
   Female (*n*=173)                                                                             82 (47.4)                                         91 (52.6)    
  Relationship to the index child                                                                                                                              
   Father (*n*=128)                                                                             64 (50.0)                                         64 (50.0)    0.494
   Mother (*n*=257)                                                                             119 (46.3)                                        138 (53.7)   
  Educational level                                                                                                                                            
   Illiterate (*n*=22)                                                                          7 (31.8)                                          15 (68.2)    0.476
   Elementary school (*n*=33)                                                                   16 (48.5)                                         17 (51.5)    
   Intermediate school (*n*=28)                                                                 15 (53.6)                                         13 (46.4)    
   Secondary school (*n*=95)                                                                    52 (45.7)                                         43 (45.3)    
   Diploma (*n*=39)                                                                             17 (43.6)                                         22 (56.4)    
   University (*n*=157)                                                                         72 (45.9)                                         85 (54.1)    
   Postgraduate (*n*=11)                                                                        4 (36.4)                                          7 (63.6)     
  Income (SR/month)                                                                                                                                            
   ≤5,000 (*n*=129)                                                                             59 (45.7)                                         70 (54.3)    0.556
   5,001--10,000 (*n*=135)                                                                      60 (44.4)                                         75 (55.6)    
   10,001-20,000 (*n*=106)                                                                      56 (52.8)                                         50 (47.2)    
   \>20,000 (*n*=15)                                                                            8 (53.3)                                          7 (46.7)     
  Method of determining the child's ideal weight                                                                                                               
   By shape (*n*=224)                                                                           102 (45.5)                                        112 (54.5)   0.650
   Comparison with other kids (*n*=91)                                                          46 (50.5)                                         45 (49.5)    
   Comparison with the rate of ideal weight for other Saudi children of the same age (*n*=70)   35 (50.0)                                         35 (50.0)    
  Knowing of the ideal weight of own child                                                                                                                     
   No (*n*=273)                                                                                 124 (45.4)                                        149 (54.6)   0.195
   Yes (*n*=112)                                                                                59 (52.7)                                         53 (47.3)    
  Source of information regarding the ideal child weight                                                                                                       
   No (*n*=74)                                                                                  32 (43.2)                                         42 (56.8)    0.698
   Books/magazines (*n*=11)                                                                     7 (63.6)                                          4 (36.4)     
   Physicians (*n*=157)                                                                         75 (47.8)                                         82 (52.2)    
   Internet (*n*=83)                                                                            38 (45.8)                                         45 (54.2)    
   Others (*n*=60)                                                                              31 (51.7)                                         29 (48.3)    

As demonstrated in [Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}, there was no statistically significant difference between mothers and fathers regarding their perception of the ideal weight for children.

###### 

Comparison between fathers and mothers of children regarding perception of their ideal weight

                      Parents' perception of ideal weight of children   *P*\*        
  ------------------- ------------------------------------------------- ------------ -------
  Fathers (*n*=128)   64 (50.0)                                         64 (50.0)    0.494
  Mothers (*n*=257)   119 (46.3)                                        138 (53.7)   

\* Chi-square test

Discussion {#sec1-4}
==========

In this study, accurate parental perception of child\'s weight was observed among 52.5% of the participants.\[[@ref8]\] Moreover, 57.6% of overweight/obese children were perceived as ideal by their parents. This inaccurate perception was reported in others overseas studies. Jackson *et al*. reported that only 6% of mothers with an overweight preschool-aged child believed that her children were overweight.\[[@ref9]\] Baughcum *et al*. reported that 29% of mothers correctly identified their overweight children as overweigh.\[[@ref1]\] Carnell found that only 6% of parents described their overweight children as "overweight."\[[@ref10]\] In this study, 21.2% of overweight/obese children were identified by their parents as overweight/obese subjects. A higher percentage has been reported in another study carried out by Maynard *et al*. (67%).\[[@ref11]\]

The difference between studies in this regard could be partially attributed to using different tools in identifying the weight for age for their children and partially to different background of the study samples.

This study revealed that parents whose children aged ≤2 years were more likely to accurately perceive their children' weight. In a previous study carried out by Carnell *et al*. (2005),\[[@ref10]\] the lack of maternal awareness of child\'s weight was particularly evident for 3- to 5-year old. They (Carnell *et al*.)\[[@ref10]\] explained by the prevailing of encouraging mothers of young children to follow their children with centile charts. The same could be applied in this study as in well-baby clinics, during vaccination of children they usually assessed by growth charts. In the same time, the finding may reflect general parents' perceptions of what constitutes a "normal weight" child, following recent increases in the prevalence of overweight among children of this age. In this study, there was no significant difference between fathers and mothers as regard the perception accuracy of their children\'s weight. We could not compare our results with others as all other studies depended only on mothers for that issue.

Among limitations of this study, it is a cross-sectional design which makes difficulty drawing causation. In this study, child\'s weight was categorized into three categories to match the three categories that were offered to ascertain parental child\'s weight perceptions. This could be difficult to parents as there might be children at the upper end of healthy weight (e.g. 83 percentile) whose parents describe them as overweight, and this would be considered a misperception in this study. We included the term "ideal" as an option for parents to perceive their child weight. The use of "ideal" may be confusing to parents, because they might assume that because their child is ideal in other aspects, he is at an ideal weight.

Conclusively, approaching half of parents have inaccurate perception of their children\'s weight, particularly their older children. We recommended encouragement of parents to follow their children\'s weight through percentile charts at primary care centers.
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